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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the impact of single-parent 
families on adolescent females and their aspirations for the future. 
The study, taking data from the national longitudinal High School and 
Beyond (HSB) study, uses a stratified weighted national sample of 
4,573 black and white high school senior females in the class of 
1980. The sample includes girls who were livirg with their mothers or 
other female guardians at the time they participated in the HSB 
study. Analysis using multiple regression reveals that, when other 
variables such as race, family income, mother's education, mother's 
employment status, arid mother's occupation are controlled, girls 
living with their mothers are more likely to plan for higher 
education and delay or forgo marriage than are girls who lived with 
both a mother and a father-figure. The study also indicates that when 
other factors are controlled, black females plan to marry at later 
ages than do white females. Also, those from high income families and 
those with more educated mothers plan to marry at later ages than do 
other girls. The possible reasons for these patterns may be freedom 
from traditional gender roles or a high value on self-reliance. This 
research indicates that Successful prediction of females' plans for 
education and marriage are not consistent with a "culture of poverty" 
thesis. Statistical data are presented in two tables. A list of 21 
references is appended. (JB) 
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Abstract 

In the public's perception, much of 
adolescents' trouble today can be traced to 
deterioration in the quality of family life and, In 
particular, to the increasing number of children 
growing up in single-parent famili^. In con- 
trast to some previous r^arch, this research 
sugg^ that living in a single-parent isimily 
may not have universally negative effects on 
high school females* plans for the future. This 
research used a stratified, weights, national 
sample of 4,573 black and white high school 
senior females in the cla^ of 1980 (Hjgh 
gnhool & Bevond) . Analysis using multiple 
regr^ion revealed that, when other variables 
(Race, Family Income, Mother's Education, 
Mother's Employment Status, and Mother's 
Occupation) are controlled, girls living with 
their mothers are (1) more likely to plan higher 
educatiop and (2) more likely to plan to delay 
or forgo marriage than girls who lived with 
both a mother and a father-figure. This re- 
search indicates that successful prediction of 
females' plans for education and marriage are 
not consistent with a -culture of poverty" thesis. 
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tntroducHon: U te Adofescem^. Female 
Gender Role ?, and Adutt-Role Plans 

The last year of high school represents 
both the culmination of that most intense 
period of socialization, childhood and adoles- 
cence, and the point at which the plans of 
youth have the highest probable conespon- 
dence to actual adult achievement. Late 
adolescence, and particularly the senior year 
In high school, are therefore a critical juncture 
for the study of gender. 

Several studies, albeit primarily focused 
on the impact of early maniage and early 
parenting (e.g., McLaughlin & Micklln, 1985; 
Elder, 1986; Marini, 1978; 1984), have docu- 
mented how off-timing in transitional events 
during adolescence can have persistent ef- 
fects on educational and occupational goal 
attainment, economic achievement, marital 
stability, and subsequent childbearing. Stated 
another way, the giri who delays childbearing 
and attends college is more likely to be the 
woman who retains or attains middle class 
status than the giri who does not pursue 
higher education. To a considerable extent 
then, the later quality of women's liv^ is 
related to their plans during late adolescence 
and to the immediately corresponding behav- 
iors regarding, for example, education and 
marriage. 

Completion of education and marriage 
{with labor-force entry and parenthood) consti- 
tute critical social transitions for passage into 
adulthood (Panel on Youth of the President's 
Science Advisory Committee, 1 974). However, 
much of the research on transition to adult- 
hood has examined male unemployment (e.g., 
Stephenson, 1979). The greatest amount of 
research on female gender roles has been 
focused on white, middle-class, adult women 
(Karraker, 1989). Research which has exam- 
ined female, especially black female, transition 
to adulthood has most often concentrated on 
teenage pregnancy (Chilman, 1980; Smith, 
1982). 
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The man^j«nent of ncKi-famity rc^ and 
the mar^2«Ti«nt of tfte balance between 
famriy and non-fam9y roJes are amor^ tt» 
most cfiti^ i^ues of life management today. 
e^}ec^iOy fmraim. Ad(^^cents', and 
paf^taily adotescent femaira', adutt-roto 
Brians are of antral importance in the study of 
sendw rotes. 

Th^ study data (^iected as part of 
High School & Be^nd (HS&B). a nationai, 
longftudinal study in v^ich self-^Jmtni^efed 
que^k^na^ra were distributed to a sample 
from tta o^rt of »}phomorra &r%J 
seniws. HS&B emfdoyed a two-stage (^gn 
in whteh s(^to(^ and studente wme 9smf^ 
using a stratify strategy (National 

C^nionf^ear^C^i^. 1^6). Researdiefs 
then drew a sul»^{^ of 11.500 suitors, 
whl^ was weighted to ramper^ate for un- 
equal probat^fit^ of s^ectiwi arKi reten^. 
The r^earch rep(K^ in thb paper i^ra 4.S73 
t^d( ami white finales from that weighted 
^mple who were Uving with ^t\e^ mother or 
another female guardian at the time they 
partkMpated in me HS&B study. 

This r^earch im^red six independent 
variat^ (Race (heated sa adummy variai^]. 
Family k\axm, Motfier's Education Status. 
MOTHER'S EMPLOYMENT STATUS, and 
Motifs Fan% Staha) and two dependent 
\mriables (Eduratkin and M^riage Ran). 

Mother's Family Status w^ drawn from 
the qiM^k^. "Which of the Allowing people 
\\\^ in the sanw hous^idd with you?" "Fa- 
ther?" "Other m^?" (asked as s^xtrate 
items) and was coded "nKither wi^,* "mother 
living with girl's father." AtthcHigh Mother's 
Family S^ti® is a trichotomous nominal vari- 
able, order ia im^led with the hlgh^ value 
indicatir^ h^ji^ confc^ity to ^itional 
^ily smjcturs. the Kmv^ value irHli(»ting 
lowest ojnformity to tiiat stnicture. and the 
middto v^ue indicaUng a \Bve\ between the 
h^l^and lowe^ 

Education Plan was measured by ^e 
quration: 'As thin{^ stand now, how far in 
school do you think you will get?" Nine re- 
sponse categories ranged from "i^ than high 



schoor to *doctoral da^W ' Manias Plan 
was nwasured by the question: 'At wtiot age 
do you mpeet to gm mairied?' Th^wiabte 
was coded contimtoialy, but with a lowest 
vak» for tNs vafiabie be^ 19 or less." 

To analyze ttw emtaai eftoctt of the 
independent vaiiaWas on the dependent 
variables, eduction plan and marriage plan 
were each regi e sse d s^ar^ety on eacti of 
five inc^jendoit unviables plus four additksnai 
interaction verifies (Race x Family Income, 

X Mother's Education Status. R»» x 
Mother's Employmwit S^iS, and Race x 
Mother's Family ^atus). Each model wk 
examined on the basis of (1) tte v^iabies 
indiKiod in the model and (2) e» directjon 
and size of coefltelents (betas). (The fit of 
(Mi to tt>e assimtp^lons of muttipie 
regression was discussed in Kanalcer [19^] .) 

Th^ p^per stimulated by a semdip- 
itous finding discovwed dwing the coufse of 
a larg^ res^rd^ project sumed at ar^wering 
tt% questton: WtwiS coitributions do r»:e, 
family income, and characteristics d the 
HHjmer make to the aAi8-role plans <rf adoles- 
cent females? (See Karraker. 1989; I99la. 
1991b) Howevw. the reaills pertelning to the 
effect erf Mother's Famay aati» on Education 
Pians and Marriage Plans are the primaiy 

focus in this paper. 

As sunwwrized *i Table I. four indepen- 
dent vmiables account for 16% (4 tf« variar^ 

in Educatksn Plan. (Motftw's Empioyn«nt 
Status and aM of the intwacton variables fail to 
meet tfw minimum criteria for OTtry into ttw 
equation.) When other factors are controlled, 
black fancies have plans for higher levsis of 
education than white females. Also, females 
from high income famaies and those with 
higtw educ^sd nwth«8 have piai9 for higher 

levels of education than females. How- 
evet, the finding of most imere^ here is that, 
although the size of ttw beta is relaliveiy small 

{■ 07). females who live m a househoW with 
both moltw and father are less likely to plan 

higher educatton than (Hher females. 

As summarized in Table II, six indepen- 
dent variables account for 4% of the variance 



in Maniaas Pian (Throe of tf« interacticm 
variabies [Raco X Famity income, Mottwr's 
Employment Sts^ and Molhw's FamHy 
StaUA] fail to meet Itw mirrimum oiteria fbr 
enHy into tfw equation,} Whm tOw tactors 
are axnroSad. biadc fsmaies ptsns tt) many at 
ia^ ai^ man ^ wfiite females. Ato.thcss 
from tii{^ incon^ famines and those with 
higher educated nx^Mrs pi»i to marry at 
ages ttran otfw girto. Of course, the ti3S«>c8 
of drop-iMits. KXTte of whose dn^ng-out 
coincided with mariage. sugg^ that the 
average ages at girto to marry ate 
somewtiat higher 0^ average woukj 
have tseen if drop-Wits had be^ indMled. 
This would be particuiarty true among t^ack 
gt^ ana ttrose tram tow^ socioeconomic 
status, who Peng (1983) found in a study of 
HS&B partitipatton drop^ rates, are m^ 
likely than other girts to leave high sdiool prior 

toi^tdu^on. 

The finding alf mosi inters here « ttiat. 
although tf« size the beta is relative small 
(-.06), females who lh« ^ a iKsusehoki witti 
both mother and falSm are less likely to plan 
to po^pcKis or forego marriage than other 
female. 

Piscussiffli 

In sum. altfKH^ tf« retetion^ips are 
relative vra^, a female is nKxs llk^ to 
to pursue higt^ eduratksn arxi lat^ msBrrb{^ 
if she is n(X living witti her fath^. P^har» 
fattrw-ateence frees females from tfie inhitji- 
m\s of traditional gender rde stereotypes 
obsenred in two-parent famiU^. ttujs r^^ng 
mem for h^jher aspiratiora regarding irM- 
mental r^es. Perhaps ^nates growing up in 
father-absent families are simply more Hkeiy 
ttmn other females to perc^ve an »ivant^ 
in or a necessity for s^-relianra whkm they 
determine could tse enhar>c8d by greater 
education at^ment AnOthw explanation 
may lie in the possibility that fMhm's Family 
Static ^ op^atkjnalized in tftis research does 
not affect finales' &^«aton Ran in a Unear 
way. Future raseardi shouki ev^uate the 
effect of Mother's Family Status further. 

Partuips females who \iw in mottwr-only 
femilies distrust marri^ as a stable lifestyle 
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more ttwn ttKise from AMH>^nt l^milias. if 
tamatas from moi}w-<ytiy famiHas wouW 
be less Oktry to to enter maniage at 
younger ages. As in 9)e case of ^uc^ion 
Piffli. i:»rtiaps gMs grawtng up in ftfheT'atewit 
families are sin^ more Ukeiy ttun other gifts 
to perc^ve an advantage in or a neMNity for 
self-reli»>ce wtti^ they d^ermine could be 
enfianced by deferring marriaga in favor 
0^ instruments f^ans. 

in contirmtng fkidli^ repwted m eailier 
researcn (Bush. Sinutwns. Hutehinson. & 
BIyth. 1977-1978; Tittie. 1981). this research 
indicates mat the "culture cS poverty thesis 
(promoted by Moynihan [1968]. I^wis (1978], 
Murray ll9&tl ami others) fafls to provide a 
vaiid picture of black and white females' adutt- 
rt^pians. 'mat thesis argues that growing up 
in a single-paf^ family depresses adolescer^ 
females' shin-role plans. Although motiw's 
family st^ was a statteticaRy significant 
predictor of education and marriage plans, the 
directon cH the r^ationships n^ in ^ 
axf:»cted directton and tfie stze of ttie ^effi- 
cients v«s veiy small. When othef factors are 
conm}lled, finales growing up in a motfrar- 
only fmniiy plan higher (not lower) levete of 
edi^aton and pl»Y to marry later (not earter) 
than tfiose growing up in a two^)»Brrt family 

Implkattons 

Addition^ r^earch is needed to deter- 
mine ttw extent to wt^ results reported in 
ttite research reflect ran-teiear effects moot- 
er's family status on female's plans and the 
extent to which mother's famay status may 
interact with ottier variables such as family 
irwome, mottWs educaWon, and mother's 
employment statiffl. Although other research 
(e.g.. Agnew & Jones, 1988) has focused on 
the meaning of "plans* to adolMJWits, the 
data used in this study do n^ measure several 

aspects of this comf^ concept At ans^ 
tevel. to what extent are these females - most 
of whom plan occupations requiring at least a 
college degree (Karraker. 1989) - maldng 
plans whi^ are mutually oomp^bie with their 
education agenda? What happens to those 
females whose education plan is not in sync 
with their marriage plan? 



Th« r«s«irch and soctai pc^ uaditions 
in ambitions, a^rotons, and fiam have too 
often begun from the pv^iocSiM that iowv 
sociai stmus (as incUcaM by the very real 
eronomtc eot^equences of grow^ up Hi a 
fenftaie>heacsed household) fbstara cuiturai 
pattwns ^ turn irtftibit a^tievenwit 
motivation (i.e., the "culture of poverty^. 
Confounding that tradition are critiques (e g.. 
Biwood. 1988) and studies (e.g.. Winfcier. 
1990) which find that even the poorest popuia- 
tk»\s p<»s^ cuiturai vitality axHi functions^ 
behavioral norms. 

The research reported in mis paper has 
confounded the stereotype ^ • trxye than 
white females' - btacfc females' aspirations lie 
more in the area <^ diiidbearing than educa- 
tion. The re-pof»ilari»d "Culture poverty* 
thesis (that poorer adolescents^ particuiariy 
adolescents of color-laci( achievement motiva- 
tioi) remains a pwsis^ ttwne in America 
culture snd soiM policy. To the contrary of 
thoM beliefs, the research reported in this 
paper found that female adolescffiits (at Is^ 
those who remained in high school through 
the sentor year) living with a moth»-only 
actually had pliuis for more education and 
later marriage than ttieir two-parent peere. As 
a ft^mdation for developing oppwtuniti^ for 
^1 adotra(»nto. emcrirical research must 
continue to an important role in social 
policy fomiation. 



Tabtot 

Statf8»ct for mOif^ Ragrsssion Sta^stics of 
gdueatton Plan (valid waiohtad NmasAgV 

Adjiatad fl Squars .16 

(S.0.-2.O7, F» 165.9. p<.0001) 

Variahlaa in ttw Souatton 
(higrwst v^) 

Edu^ttiwi Pian 
(Doctwal Degree) 



Independent V^iabies 


BETA 






(P) 


Mother's Education Status 


30 




(Ooctorai degree) 




(<.0001) 


Family insoa^ 


19 




($38,000 Of more) 




(<.0OO1) 




.10 




(biac)0 




(<.0O01) 


Mover's FarnUy Status 


.07 




flivfngwithotfl'sfattMMl 




^<.0O011 



Table It 

Stat^tics for Muitifto Regression batistes of 
Marrifliiia Wan (valid nwiUphtfld N.3S4H. 

AcQusted R Square .04 
(8.e.«2.^. F-28.28, p«0) 

Vflriahtea In the Equation 
OiigbeA vakje) 



Marriaga Plan 
(doni plan to many) 



Independent V^t^ 


BETA 






(P) 


R^ 


.21 




(t^ack) 




(<.0001) 


Mother's Education Status 


.12 




(Doctoral degree) 




(<.0001) 


Family Income 


.09 




($311,000 or more) 




(<.0001) 


Motfi^s Family Status 


.06 




(ilvfang with girl's father) 




(.0004) 


Race 


.08 




X Mother's Blucation Status 


(.0033) 



Moth^s Empioymant Static -.03 
famptoyad full-tin^ Lfi3aZl 
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